Although the building of nests is widespread among all animal taxa, in vertebrates this behaviour is most pronounced in birds. Bird nests are often conspicuous, and the extreme diversity among species is readily apparent even to lay observers. Thus, perhaps not surprisingly, the characterizing of a species' nest architecture and siting is often a first priority among ornithologists interested in comparative breeding biology. A number of field guides to nests are available, which picture nests in nature (usually with photos) to assist people in identifying nests in the field. This book, however, is not a field guide but is intended as a comprehensive reference on the structure of nests and the construction behaviour associated with them.
Hansell has done considerable research on nest building in social insects, but even as an apparent relative newcomer to ornithology, he has mastered much of the literature on avian nests and associated breeding behaviour. The book is based primarily on published material of others and Hansell's own study of nests of 518 species in museum collections, yet it has a deservedly authoritative tone owing to Hansell's considerable general expertise in animal nest building. The book begins with a short introduction to nests and nest-building behaviour in animals besides birds (even amoebas make architecturally sophisticated nests). Hansell then devotes successive chapters to the relationships between nests and clutch size, the mechanics of nest construction, nest architecture, the costs of nest building, the criteria involved in nest site selection, bowers and their role in sexual selection in the bowerbirds, and finally the evolution of nest building. The writing is clear, the text is enlivened with beautiful line drawings and photographs, and interesting nuggets of information are everywhere. I, for instance, even learned something about the species I study: I had always wondered why, when applying mud to a nest, cliff swallows, Petrochelidon pyrrhonota, 'vibrate' their head and bill rapidly as the mud is deposited. Hansell reports that this causes a partial liquefaction of the mud and disperses the moisture in the mud globule more evenly, allowing the fresh mud to overrun small air spaces and making the resulting nest stronger when dry. This sort of insight can be found throughout the book.
The book does have a few limitations. At times, it seems to stray slightly from its focus on nests and nest-building behaviour into related areas, which in general are not treated in much detail. The discussions of the adaptive significance of coloniality and runaway and good-genes models of sexual selection, for instance, are too brief to convey accurately the complexities of these subjects, although Hansell's general statements are, for the most part, accurate. Although the book is attractively produced, the price seems high (especially for one without any colour plates) and may prevent it from reaching as wide a readership as it probably should.
A couple of general themes emerge from this book. One is that much of what we know about bird nests and nest-building behaviour comes from observational studies. Relatively few (if any) experiments have been conducted to study, for example, the costs of nest building or nest reuse, the heritability of building behaviour, the extent of active assessment and choice of nestbuilding materials, or the fitness consequences of using different nest sites or different nest architectures. The other is that radically different nest types (e.g. an opencup nest versus a domed-over cavity nest) often result from very small changes in nest-building behaviour. Comparative studies of bird groups that exhibit high intragroup diversity in nest architecture (e.g. flycatchers, swallows and weavers) show that nest-building behaviour is evolutionarily labile even among closely related species and not of much use in inferring phylogenetic patterns. Nest-building behaviour may be subject to rapid evolutionary change, illustrated perhaps by the fact that no bird is known to have a morphological trait specifically adapted for nest-building behaviour per se. This is a valuable book that will be of particular interest to ornithologists and would serve as a useful supplement in ornithology courses. However, with its detailed treatment of an often neglected but critically important behaviour in the life of most birds, it will also be of interest to behavioural ecologists. CHARLES R. BROWN Department of Biological Sciences, University of Tulsa, Tulsa, OK 74104, U.S.A.
